134               ~    CONTARINI FLEMING:

they succeeded In driving home from a rich farm four
cows in inilk. This was a great addition to our luxuries;
and Pahlen, remaining behind, paid in disguise an observa-
tory visit to another village in the vicinity, and brought us
home the gratifying intelligence that it was settled that
the robbers were a party from a town far away, on the
other side of the forest.

These cases of petty plundering prepared my band for the
deeper deeds which I always contemplated. Parties were
now out for days together. We began to be familiar with
every square mile of country. Through this vast forest
land, but a great distance from the castle, ran a high-road,
on which there was much traffic. One evening, as Ulric
and myself were prowling in this neighbourhood, we per-
ceived a band of horsemen approaching; they were cloth-
merchants returning from a great fair, eight in number,
but only one or two armed, and merely with pistols. A
cloth-merchant's pistol, that had been probably loaded for
years, and was borne, in all likelihood, by a man who would
tremble at his own fire, did not appear a very formidable
weapon. The idea occurred to both of us simultaneously.
We put on our masks, and one of us ran out from each side
of the road, and seized the bridle of the foremost horseman.
I never saw a man so astonished in my life; he was perhaps
even more astonished than afraid; but we gave them no
time. I can scarcely describe the scene. There was dis-
mounting, and the opening of saddle-bags, and the clinking
of coin. I remember wishing them good night in the civilest
tone possible, and then we were alone.

I stared at Ulric, Ulric stared at me, and then we burst
into a loud laugh and danced about the road, I quite lost
my presence of mind, and rejoiced that no one but my
favourite friend was present to witness my unheroic con-
duct. We had a couple of forest ponies, that we had driven
home one day from a friendly farmer, tied up in an adjoin-